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Mr. Chaifman and members of the Subcommittee on
Science and Technology:

Good morning and thank you for the opportunity to appear
before you today. My name is Dr. Mona Melhem, and |
have been a practicing physician and pathologist in the
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Pittsburgh Healthcare
System (VAPHS) since 1986. | am also a Professor in the
Department of Pathology at the University of Pittsburgh,
School ofMedicine. lam a board certified Anatomic and



Clinical Pathologist With Special Qualification in
Hematopathology. | have publlshed Txfi@ihan 9&150 artlclesA
in peer reviewed journals andﬁr@Wh at both
national and international conferences. For the past 22
years, | have taken on greater clinical and administrative
responsibility within the Pathology and Lab medicine
services. | began my current position as Associate Chief
of Staff and Vice President of the Clinical Support Service
line in 2001. In this capacity, | am responsible for
Pat’hology and Lab medicine, including the clinical,
microbiology and Special Pathogens Labs.

In January 2006, acting in my oversight capacity, | |
requested a roUtine review of the clinical productivity and
financial expenditures of the Special Pathogens Lab. This
lab was chartered in the early 1980s as a clinical resource
for VA. The lab was to be financially i_ndependent and to
serve the clinical needs of VAPHS and other VA medical
centers in what was then an emerging field. Based on this
review, it was clear the lab was not productive and was a

drain on clinical resources. This led me to the decision to



consolidate the Special Pathogens Lab’s functions into the
main clinical mjcrobiology labs in the main building.
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In preparatlon for the Lab S closmg, | ordered lab ML'

personnel to move all recognizable, catalogued, and well-

marked, intact tubes and spemmens to the main wx
laboratories to ensure our patients’ conﬂdenhahty and the M
spemmens integrity. There were several efforts to enlist Y
the cooperation of the director of the Special Pathogens

Lab, but to no avail. RN k/w y r(ea(
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Upon the Special Pathogen Djfector's departure we found Ww

a freezer filled with unidentifjable biological materials and ~ s**
microorganisms. There was simply no way of knowing the ?;:(’ d
specimens’ risk or danger. 5 Speciel pathogens are |
| infectious agents that produce serious disease in humans,

and so in'July 2006, in the interests of public safety and
the'health of our veterans, we requested the Vice
President of Facility Management coordinete the disposal
of hazardous material and the immediate cleaning of the

Special Pathogens Lab. These steps were consistent with
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established procedures and guidelines followed by both
public and private laboratories across the world which
dictate that unknown remaining specimens must be

disposed of as soon as possible.

| was not aware of any efforts by the staff of the Special
Pathogens Lab to transfer any samples to qualified labs at
the University of Pittsburgh. Sometime around September
2006, roughly one month after the closure of the lab, | had
an informal conversation with the Associate Chief of Staff
for Research and Development about specimens that
were preserved after the lab closure. | stated at that time
that we preserved Specimens we knew to be part of an
apprbved research protocol or were otherwise ablle to

identify.

On December 4, 2006, | asked lab personnel about the

~ status of the remaining samples. Based on my earlier
instructions, | believed they had already been properly
destroyed. | was informed there maybe some
biohazardous material remaining in Building 2, where the
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Thos Lok
Special Pathogens Lab was located. Since-Buildirg2 had

been closed since July 2006, | ordered an extensive
cleaning and disposal process of all remaining

unidentifiable, broken or abandoned tubes.

Mr. Chairman, that concludes my statement, | am

prepared to answer any questions you may have.
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